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I
N THE SPIRIT typical of indep e n d-
ent and hard-working Nebraskans,
p o l i cy make rs and educat o rs are col-
l ab o rat ive ly building an assessment
system that has not been at t e m p t e d
in any other state. The intent of Ne-
braska’s School-based Teacher-led

Assessment and Rep o rting System (STA R S )
is to do the right things for the right rea-
sons in order to obtain the right results.
The STARS plan is ve ry diffe rent from oth-
er states’school “reform”approaches that
are based on external mandates and com-
pliance.The Nebraska approach to school
a c c o u n t ability is internal. It is based on the
premise of school improvement, and, ac-
cording to Chris Gallagher, it gives edu-
cators “a seat at the table.”1

Gallagher’s premise is accurate. As a
2 6 - year ve t e ran Neb raska educat o r, I have
participated in this process on both the lo-
cal and state levels. In each ro l e — t h at of
a teach e r, an administrat o r, and now a stat e
fa c i l i t at o r — I have had the opportunity to
be “seated at the table” and to contribute
to Neb ra s ka’s plan, wh i ch will measure and
va l i d ate student learning and high-quality
t e a ch i n g. The STARS plan brings toge t h e r
the best of both wo rl d s : student learning is
foremost, but public accountability is pro-
vided as well. Indeed, S TARS places the re-
sponsibility of teaching and learning wh e re
it belongs. The teachers and administra-
t o rs who cre ate high-quality learning env i ro n-

Neb r askans Reach for
The STA R S

ments in the 585 school districts in the stat e
will be directly involved in affirming the
quality and in measuring the learning of
the students in their classrooms.

Why Would Nebraska
Choose to Be Different?

As the 49th state to adopt an assess-
ment system, Nebraska has learned from
the challenges and problems faced by oth-
er states that have implemented single tests
or high-stakes accountability models. Ne-
braskans have made a deliberate decision
to avoid the pitfalls caused by the misuse
of info rm ation from standard i zed tests. Na-
t i o n a l ly n o rmed standard i zed ach i eve m e n t
tests do indeed have a purpose; they pro-
vide a means of comparing students’k n ow l-
e d ge or skills to those of students nation-
ally. But as a single measure, they are not
in and of themselves enough to gauge the
quality of education.

According to James Popham,there are
three primary reasons that standardized
achievement tests should not be used as a
single measurement of educational quali-
t y.2 The fi rst reason is that norm - re fe re n c e d
standardized tests do not match what is

taught in the local curriculum. In fact, a
study conducted by the Buros Center for
Testing at the University of Nebraska in
1998 discove red that the five pri m a ry stan-
d a rd i zed a ch i evement tests mat ch only 35%
to 40% of the Nebraska state standards. It
would make no sense to use one of these
instruments to measure the effectiveness
of student learning in Nebraska’s schools
when the test items reflect only some of
the state’s content standards.

S e c o n d, because the purpose of the norm -
re fe renced standardized achievement test
is to “ d i ffe re n t i ate between student score s ”
and cre ate a score va ri a n c e, items on wh i ch
most students perform well are generally
not included on the tests. If most students
do well on an item,that item will produce
too little variance in test scores to be use-
ful for comparisons. Iro n i c a l ly then, the bet-
ter the job that teachers do in teaching im-
portant knowledge or skills,the less like-
ly it is that such knowledge and skills will
be tested!

Third, the types of test items that ap-
pear on standard i zed ach i evement tests re-
flect more than what is taught in school;
success on some items is a measure of a
student’s innate intellectual ability, while
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success on others represents the student’s
opportunity to learn out of school. Often
this opportunity is re l ated to a student’s so-
cioeconomic status. So to use these types
of tests solely to judge the effe c t iveness of
s chooling would be in erro r. As Popham re-
m a rk s , “ E m p l oying standard i zed ach i eve-
ment tests to ascertain educational quality
is like measuring temperat u re with a tabl e-
s p o o n .”3 S t a n d a rd i zed ach i evement tests are
valid measures for wh at they are intended
to do, but they should not be expected to
s e rve as the sole measures of high-quality
education. Yet many states have made the
m i s t a ke of using them for that ve ry purp o s e.
N eb ra s ka’s schools are determined to make
better decisions for their students by learn-
ing from the experiences of other states.

Each Nebraska school values its local
curriculum and its ethical approach to ed-
ucation. Unique and responsive to its con-
stituents, each of the 585 school districts
must validate to the local community the
high-quality education that it provides to
the children being served. As Nebraskans
hear about the situations in other states in
which the curriculum is being narrowed
by state-mandated testing or in which un-
ethical practices are occurring as a result
of testing, we know that we do not want
our students, teachers, administrators, or
schools to experience the same ill effects.
In other states the negative impact of nar-
rowing the curriculum is undeniabl e. Ti m e
is spent on test prep a ration rather than on
instruction. In a recent Kappan editorial,
Pauline Gough cites seve ral examples. A n
Indiana fi f t h - grade teacher spends all ye a r
preparing students for the statewide test,
administered to sixth-graders in early au-
tumn. A retired teacher bemoans the fact
t h at “all the things we did that made learn-
ing fun and that made ch i l d ren love sch o o l
are out the window.” In North Carolina,
educators have “focused on the informa-
tion to be tested, with higher-order think-
ing and problem solving . . . often falling
by the wayside.”4 Debra Viadero reports
i n fo rm ation from a re s e a rcher at Rice Uni-
ve rsity in Houston who contends that Tex a s
children are being shortchanged because
t h ey read no prose from fall until Ja nu a ry ;
i n s t e a d, these students are reading the types
of literat u re that are found on the state tests.5

Narrowing our local curriculum to what
might appear on a state test is unaccept-
able to Nebraskans.

Nebraska’s policy makers and educa-
tors have decided that it would make no

sense for a state just beginning to build an
assessment system from scratch to know-
ingly follow such paths. Nebraskans take
to heart the suggestion by Lorrie Shep-
ard, a professor of research methodology
at the University of Colorado and outgo-
ing president of the American Education-
al Research Association, who made clear
in Vi a d e ro’s art i cle that the ap p ro p ri ate go a l
for educat o rs should be to find ways to guard
against the “ n egat ive effects of ex t e rn a l ly
imposed tests and to develop cl a s s room as-
sessment practices that can be trusted to
help students take the next steps in learn-
ing.”6 Because Nebraskans are unwilling
to do harm to students and teachers with
the standard i zed testing models in the coun-
t ry t o d ay or to give up the depth and bre a d t h
of the local curriculum that is so valued
by Nebraska’s schools, we are compelled
to do exactly as Shepard has suggested.

Assessment Affirmation,
Not Reform

Nebraska has not been forced into the
a c c o u n t ability mode by failing schools. On
the contrary, Nebraska’s students consis-
tently rank high on National Assessment
of Educational Progress and ACT tests. Th e
state is not forced to “back up” or “fix”
anything; it can start at the beginning and
approach standards, assessment, and ac-
c o u n t ability in the right way. In the spiri t
of renewal, Nebraska is willing to invest
its resources in its educators to reinforce
and even improve the high-quality educa-
tion taking place in the state’s 585 school
districts.

Because Nebraska’s schools are per-
forming well and are focused on contin-
uous school improvement,the state is not
fo rced into making decisions about wh e t h-
er students are learning or schools are ef-
fective on the basis of a single, once-a-
year test. The state does not need to “doc-
ument deviance,” as suggested by Joseph
S t ray h o rn in his book The Competent Child,7

but rather is in a position to provide “as-
sessment affirmation.” Decisions that de-
termine whether or not students are learn-
ing can be local ones based on a balanced
ap p ro a ch , one that combines evidence fro m
both standard i zed tests and day - t o - d ay cl a s s-
room assessments.

The latter, according to Richard Stig-
gins,are the assessments that we have “all
but ignored in our journey to school im-
provement. . . . If assessment is not work-

ing effe c t ive ly in our cl a s s rooms eve ry day,
then assessment at all other levels (distri c t ,
s t at e, n at i o n a l , or intern ational) rep re s e n t s
a complete waste of time and money.”8 L o-
cal control, greatly valued in Nebraska,is
honored in the school-based, teacher-led
ap p ro a ch. Within individual school distri c t s
and cl a s s rooms are the administrat o rs and
t e a ch e rs who cre ate standards-based cl a s s-
ro o m s , who identify and teach to the stan-
dards, who measure student achievement,
and who adjust their instruction to the dat a
obtained. As Deborah Meier points out,
the United States is not in danger of too
mu ch local contro l , but it is missing oppor-
tunities for balance. Meier would further
contend that power should be placed in the
hands of those whose agenda is first and
foremost the learning of particular groups
of ch i l d re n .9 If a learner or teacher believe s
that learning or teaching is out of his or
her control,the motivation is external,and
the results are arbitra ry at best. In the spiri t
of re n ewal and continuous local school im-
p rove m e n t , N eb raska moves fo r wa rd with
its plan.

Legislative Support

In the spring of 2000, the Neb raska leg-
i s l at u re passed L.B. 812, which supports
the school-based and teach e r-led initiat ive.
P roposed by Commissioner Douglas Chri s-
tensen and the state board of educat i o n ,t h e
STARS plan represents a compromise be-
tween local control and state support. The
plan provides fl exibility for districts in the
assessment tools they use but still requires
school districts to adopt standards, to re-
port annually on the success of their stu-
dents on the standard s , and to part i c i p ate in
a stat ewide writing assessment. The legi s-
l ation supports a “ p h a s e - i n ” ap p ro a ch , wh i ch
requires the reporting of one content area
in three grade levels each year in conjunc-
tion with a statewide writing assessment.
The rep o rting begins with reading and wri t-
ing in the year 2001, to be fo l l owed by mat h-
ematics and writing in 2002, science and
w riting in 2003, and social studies and wri t-
ing in 2004. The legislation calls for the
i d e n t i fi c ation by in-state and nat i o n a l ly re c-
og n i zed assessment experts of “model as-
sessments” at the end of each reporting
year so that school districts will have the
opportunity to adopt one of the identified
models or adapt the qualities of the model
for integration into their own. In this way
the state provides flexibility and support



while school districts exercise local con-
trol over the curriculum and the measure-
ment of their students’ learning.

In the fall of 2001 the state will pub-
lish a “State of the Schools” report that
will profile each Nebraska school district.
School districts will be rated according to
how well they meet several specified cri-
t e ri a :p e rc e n t ages of students who meet the
standards,quality of the assessments,and
a ch a l l e n ge index for specified populat i o n s .
S chool districts will re c e ive a “ s chool per-
fo rmance rating” based on these multiple
criteria and the opportunity to see how in-
dividual school districts compare with the
state aggregate. In this way the state does
not rank schools but allows each district’s
performance to be measured on the identi-
fied cri t e ria. Stat ewide accountability mod-
els a cri t e ri o n - re fe renced process and avo i d s
the potentially harmful effects of norm - re f-
e renced comparisons and rank ordering. 

Unwilling to impose a model of exter-
nal mandates and compliance on Nebras-
ka’s schools or to force them into a situ-
ation that narrows the curriculum and in-
vites unethical pra c t i c e, the legi s l at u re and
the state board of education have agreed
to invest in the professionalism and exper-
tise of the state’s educat o rs. STARS allow s
the educators in Nebraska to assess “for
l e a rn i n g ” rather than mere ly to conduct as-
sessment “of learn i n g.”1 0 Po l i cy make rs are
re lying on teach e rs’c o l l e c t ive ex p e rtise and
are expecting Nebraska educators to en-
gage in a conversation focused on three
fundamental questions: What do we ex-
pect our students to know and be able to
do? How will we know that our students
are learning? How will we use assessment
data to change classroom practice and im-
prove instruction?

The state’s policy makers believe that
engagement in this conversation requires
each teacher to know the clear learning
t a rgets for his or her cl a s s ro o m , to teach to
and measure those expectations,and then
to use the assessment data to improve in-
s t ruction. Neb ra s ka’s plan is cl e a rly fo c u s e d
on student learning and effe c t ive teach i n g.

A Balanced Assessment System

STARS is a balanced assessment sys-
tem in two ways. Balance must exist not
o n ly between the types of assessments used
in the local school districts but also be-
t ween state direction and local fl ex i b i l i t y.
The latter is perhaps the more delicate bal-

ance to maintain. The state must establish
a framework of expectations and provide
leadership while still allowing choice for
local districts and encouraging their own
leadership. Appropriate balance will be
found when classroom and local curricu-
la are honored while statewide accounta-
bility is achieved.

S chool districts are including a balance

of fo rm at ive (cl a s s ro o m , t e a ch e r- d e s i g n e d )
and summat ive (standard i ze d, l a rge - s c a l e )
assessment in their planning. In combina-
t i o n , each district’s assessment tools will
f u l ly measure the standards and provide a
more complete picture of the success of
students in meeting them using their ow n
local curriculum. Typically, districts will
use the norm - re fe renced ach i evement tests
t h ey are curre n t ly using that measure some
of the standards and add complementary,
formative assessment tools or classroom
assessments in order to determine the suc-
cess of their students. The statewide writ-
ing assessment will provide an add i t i o n a l
snapshot of student achievement that will
complete the sch o o l’s port folio of mu l t i p l e
assessments.

The effectiveness of formative class-
room assessment is essential to the Ne-
braska plan. Paul Black and Dylan Wil-
iam, two British educational researchers,
have been studying formative classroom
assessment and its implications for stu-
dent achievement. The results that Black
and Wiliam report have been amazing. In
several of their studies,they have discov-
ered that formative assessment can be a

powerful tool in improving student learn-
i n g. Fe e d b a ck on tests, s e at wo rk , and home-
wo rk gives each pupil guidance in how to
i m p rove, and when students are given help
and an opportunity to wo rk on improve m e n t ,
student learning increases. When high-qual-
ity fo rm at ive assessment was used with stu-
d e n t s , learning gains of as much as three
or four grade-equivalents or an improve-
ment of 15 percentile points occurre d. Fur-
t h e r, their studies show that improved fo r-
m at ive assessment helps the (so-called) low
attainers more than the rest and that stu-
d e n ts’m o t ivation and self-esteem we re sig-
n i fi c a n t ly increased as well.11

Each school district will plan, design,
and articulate the combination of assess-
ment measures that they will implement
in a “district assessment plan,” which will
be submitted to the Nebraska Department
of Education. The department will review
this plan and provide feedback to the dis-
tricts. After the first round of assessment
is administered and results obtained and
reported, the districts will submit their as-
sessments for review.An evaluation by an
ex t e rnal age n cy will provide additional fe e d-
b a ck , and the identification of “model as-
s e s s m e n t s ” will give school districts the op-
p o rtunity to modify their own processes in
light of the models. This process is rep e at-
ed for each ye a r’s designated content are a .

In this way, the Nebraska Department
of Education is designing a balanced ap-
proach:the state models and provides ed-
ucational leadership and direction while
local districts custom-fit the process to their
own needs.

Staff Development and
Assessment Literacy

The Neb raska initiat ive is based on two
p ri m a ry premises. The fi rst is that there mu s t
be stat ewide pro fessional development. Ne-
b ra s k a ’s e d u c at o rs must have access to high-
quality experiences in assessment literacy
and assistance in understanding how to bu i l d
a standards-based cl a s s ro o m — t h at is, h ow
to identify, t e a ch to, and measure ap p ro p ri-
ate student results. A d m i n i s t rat o rs ,t o o , mu s t
h ave the opportunity to grow and to deve l-
op their capacity for instructional leader-
ship. The administrat ive role must be to ad-
vo c ate on behalf of balanced assessment
and its development. A d m i n i s t rat o rs mu s t
understand how to recognize assessments
of high quality and know how to use them
e ffe c t ive ly in order for schools to improve.

Because its schools

are performing well,

Nebraska is in a

position to provide

“assessment

affirmation.”



Perhaps even more important will be the
role of administrat o rs as instructional lead-
e rs when assessment results are collected,
interpreted, and analyzed.This leadership
must tra n s l ate into ch a n ged cl a s s room pra c-
tice and instructional improvement.

S TARS ch a l l e n ges all of Neb ra s k a ’s ed-
u c at o rs to take on new and expanded ro l e s .
And they are responding to the ch a l l e n ge.
In a massive stat ewide initiat ive, e d u c at o rs
from more than 500 school districts are
wo rking throughout the 2000-2001 sch o o l
ye a r. These teach e rs and administrat o rs have
been aligning their local curricula with stat e
standards,and they are learning about and
designing cri t e ri o n - re fe renced assessment.
At a June 2000 wo rkshop for Neb raska teach-
e rs , Te ri Nive e n , an elementary teacher fro m
a small sch o o l ,c o m m e n t e d, “ We ’ve alway s
been assessing our students, but now we
are relying less on intuition and are find-
ing methods to more accurately measure
the learning targets for kids. We are also
learning about some things that we do not
need to be teaching and other things that
we should emphasize.” At the same wo rk-
s h o p , Ja ckie Ke l s ay, an elementary pri n c i-
p a l , s t at e d, “ This process will defi n i t e ly add
accountability. We have never really had
t h at befo re. Now we can show through stan-
d a rds what kids in fourth grade can do.”
Given the right kind of opportunity and
s u p p o rt to wo rk collab o rat ive ly, N eb ra s ka’s
e d u c at o rs are not just re s p o n d i n g, t h ey are
excelling!

In order to contribute to the develop-
ment of assessment literacy, Richard Stig-
gins of the Assessment Training Institute
of Po rt l a n d, O rego n , has contracted his serv-
ices to develop assessment litera cy thro u g h
the “ l e a rning team” model. Teams of teach-
e rs ,members of educational service units,
representatives of higher education, and
district personnel have received training
to deliver professional development in as-
sessment litera cy. Each ge ographic area in
the state is represented by a learning team
so that all districts have access to these pro-
fessional development opportunities.

The implications of developing assess-
ment l i t e ra cy extend beyond inservice tra i n-
i n g. I ro n i c a l ly, as Stiggins has observe d, cl a s s-
room teachers spend significant amounts
of time in assessment-re l ated activ i t i e s , bu t
they have not been prepared to be good
cl a s s room assessors. “ Te a cher training pro-
grams have been notorious over the dec-

ades for their lack of relevant assessment
information at both graduate and under-
gra d u ate leve l s ,” S t i ggins points out.1 2 Th u s
c o nve rs ation about pre s e rvice prep a rat i o n
of teachers and administrators has begun
across the state among Nebraska’s 17 in-
stitutions of higher education. Classes on
the undergraduate and graduate levels are
being planned, an assessment endors e m e n t
is being proposed, and new programming
is being developed. The state’s K-16 edu-
cation system is challenged to address the
issue of preparing educators to be good
classroom assessors and preparing build-
ing administrat o rs to understand and accep t
the tasks inherent in the measurement of
student results in a standards-based envi-
ronment. No longer are Nebraskans will-
ing to settle for an “assessment wo rld steep e d
in mystery and illusion, intimidation and
v u l n e rab i l i t y, s t ress and anxiety.”1 3 N eb ra s-
kans are reaching to the STARS instead.

Assessment Quality

Currently, the capacity for assessment
writing varies tremendously from district
to district and from cl a s s room to cl a s s ro o m .
The second premise of the Nebraska plan
is that classroom teachers should be able
to write high-quality assessments that will
a c c u rat e ly and re l i ably measure student re-
sults. In order to reach this goal, the state
of Neb raska has contracted with the Buro s
Center for Testing, whose staff members
h ave served as adv i s o rs to the state and the
state’s educators regarding the technical
qualities of good assessment. The center
has provided the state’s educators with a
d e s c ription of six indicat o rs of high-quali-
ty assessment. Thus the expectations are
clear for local school distri c t s , e d u c at i o n a l
s e rvice units, a d m i n i s t rat o rs , and teach e rs
as they write the assessments to be used
to measure the state or local standards. All
e d u c at o rs are able to use these mat e rials to
self-assess the instruments that they have
designed.

The state’s educational service units have
been providing leadership for the project
of aligning the standards with local cur-
ricula as well as the assessment-writing
project. As teachers have been working
together with student results in mind, they
h ave add ressed the two essential questions:
What do we expect our students to know
and be able to do? And how will we know

that our students know these things and
can do them? As they ask and seek the an-
swers to the first two questions, the third
question is looming in their minds: How
will we adjust classroom practice to the
information that we gather?

The Neb raska STARS plan is ambitious;
it is idealistic; it is the right thing to do for
the right reasons to get the right results. Th e
s t ate ap p ro a ch is modeling ex a c t ly wh at it
expects of each school district and each
cl a s s ro o m : the measurement of results using
a criterion-referenced rather than a norm-
re fe re n c e d, c o m p a rat ive process. The go a l
of Nebraska’s plan is to offer equity in as-
sessment for each student and for each dis-
t rict. All of Neb ra s ka’s students and sch o o l
districts have the opportunity to know in
advance the expectations and then meas-
u re themselves against those ex p e c t at i o n s
without fear of being compared. Nebras-
kans intend to provide their students and
t a x p aye rs with the best of both wo rl d s :h i g h -
quality t e a ching and learning with stat ew i d e
a c c o u n t ab i l i t y. As Neb raskans re a ch for the
S TA R S, decisions about effe c t ive teach i n g
and learning will remain wh e re they belong
— in Nebraska’s classrooms.
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